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                  ‘Not Certain of Him’:  first and last sights in Lord Jim


[Abstract: The essay that follows is organised around four very basic elements in the novel – Jim, the Patna, Marlow and Patusan - attending to each of these in turn. The essay is concerned with first sights and last sights – and uses these to explore memory and trauma in Lord Jim.]

In Chapter 35 of Lord Jim, as he leaves Jim in Patusan for the last time, Marlow takes a final look back and then offers a summing up of the Patusan narrative:

… as to what I was leaving behind, I cannot imagine any alteration. The immense and magnanimous Doramin and his little motherly witch of a wife, gazing together upon the land and nursing secretly their dreams of parental ambition; Tunku Allang, wizened and greatly perplexed; Dain Waris, intelligent and brave, with his faith in Jim … the girl, absorbed in her frightened suspicious adoration; Tamb’Itam, surly and faithful; Cornelius leaning his forehead against the fence under the moonlight - I am certain of them. They exist as if under an enchanter’s wand. But the figure round which all these are grouped that one lives, and I am not certain of him. No magician’s wand can immobilise him under my eyes. He is one of us.​[1]​  

Through his use of the ‘enchanter’s wand’, Marlow freezes the principal characters in the Patusan narrative up to this point into a tableau around Jim: the implication is that these people can be summed up and fixed in this way, and that Jim alone cannot. As I have observed before, Jim alone, it seems, has a subjectivity complex enough to make him an object of psychological or moral inquiry.​[2]​ Everyone else, apparently, can be characterised in a couple of adjectives and with a couple of clauses; whereas the adventures of Jim’s consciousness require a book, and, even then, Marlow hesitates from giving the last word. This discrepancy suggests a limitation in Marlow’s perception and a limitation to his narration: ‘one of us’ here marks the limit to Marlow’s awareness in terms of class, gender and ‘race’.  His inability to imagine ‘any alteration’ in the Malays recalls the de-historicising perception of the Europeans in ‘Karain’: ‘It appeared to us a land without memories, regrets, and hopes …’.​[3]​ This, we should remember, is the prelude to a story in which the central figure, Karain, is haunted by memories and his account of his wanderings encodes (and is set against) some of the recent history of the archipelago from the Dutch colonisation of Java to the Achin resistance to Dutch domination. In Conrad’s fiction, the individual consciousness frequently comes burdened with memories, and is almost always historically situated – placed within a particular historical process. It is also worth noticing that Doramin and his wife, Dain Waris, Tamb’Itam and ‘the girl’ are all summed up in terms of their relation to – indeed, commitment to –another person, and that, in the last three cases, that person is Jim. Their identities are subordinated to his. It is also striking that Jewel isn’t even given a name. I want to draw particular attention, however, to the summing up of Cornelius, which involves not the analysis of his character but the registering of a specific visual memory: Cornelius ‘leaning his forehead against the fence under the moonlight’. Marlowe recalls a moment from near the end of his last encounter with Cornelius (recounted at the end of the previous chapter):

Suddenly he lifted his head and shot out an infamous word. ‘Like her mother – she is like her deceitful mother. Exactly. In her face too. In her face. The devil!’ He leaned his forehead against the fence, and in that position uttered threats and horrible blasphemies in Portuguese …  (LJ, 329)

Padmini Mongia has drawn attention to the ‘spectral presence’ of Jewel’s mother in the novel and how the daughter’s history repeats the mothers.​[4]​ I have referred before to Marlow’s marginalising of Jewel’s story.​[5]​ Here I want to note the fact of that odd detail about Cornelius and consider briefly why it’s there.


At the start of Chapter 35, Marlow describes his departure from Patusan in the following words:

But next morning, at the first bend of the river shutting off the houses of Patusan, all of this dropped out of my sight bodily, with its colour, its design, and its meaning, like a picture created by fancy on a canvas, upon which, after long contemplation, you turn your back for the last time. It remains in the memory motionless, unfaded, with its life arrested, in an unchanging light. (LJ, 330)

For his last sight of Jim and Patusan, Marlow uses the comparison with painting to assert a model of memory. What I want to draw attention to here are the words ‘unfaded’ and ‘unchanging’. To draw on a different technology of vision, it is as if the visual image is fixed in the memory in the way in which an image is fixed on a photographic plate. The question I want to raise is whether this is a true model of memory?  In Memories and Portraits, Robert Louis Stevenson engages with the question of memory and truth, whether memory survives intact, and whether rehearsal impacts on the truth of memory. He reassures himself that using memory as the source for fiction has no impact upon the original memory: ‘Those who try to be artists use, time after time, the matter of their recollections … But the memories are a fairy gift which cannot be worn out by using. After a dozen services in various tales, the little sunbright pictures of the past still shine in the mind’s eye with not a lineament defaced not a tint impaired’ (59).​[6]​ In his aestheticist preface to ‘The Nigger of the “Narcissus”, Conrad made a similar claim about the need to snatch, ‘from the remorseless rush of time, a passing phase of life’:

It is to show its vibration, its colour, its form; and through its movement, its form, and its colour, reveal the substance of its truth … the stress and passion within the core of each convincing moment.​[7]​   (NNx)





At the ultimate moment of his confession to Marlow at the end of Chapter 9, Jim acknowledges ‘I had jumped’, but then, after a pause, adds the qualification, ‘It seems’ (LJ, 111). Like others, I have previously read this in terms of Jim’s evasiveness – his unwillingness to admit his own responsibility.​[10]​ Jim’s averting of his eyes before adding the qualification seems to signal precisely this evasion. I have also justified this reading by reference to the account we are given earlier in the novel of the episode on board the training ship. Here we see, very clearly and carefully delineated, how Jim personalises the threat of the storm and is then transfixed with fear:

There was a fierce purpose in the gale, a furious earnestness in the screech of the wind, in the brutal tumult of earth and sky, that seemed directed at him, and made him hold his breath in awe. He stood still. It seemed to him he was whirled around.      (LJ, 7)  

We are also shown, again focalised through Jim, how he then rationalises his inability to live up to his heroic image of himself:

Jim thought it a pitiful display of vanity. The gale had ministered to a heroism as spurious as its own pretence of terror. He felt angry with the brutal tumult of earth and sky for taking him unawares and checking unfairly a generous readiness for narrow escapes. Otherwise he was rather glad he had not gone into the cutter, since a lower achievement had served the turn. He had enlarged his knowledge more than those who had done the work. When all men flinched, then – he felt sure – he alone would know how to deal with the spurious menace of wind and seas. …unnoticed and apart from the noisy crowd of boys, he exulted with fresh certitude in his avidity for adventure, and in a sense of many-sided courage.       (LJ, 9)

Jim blames the storm for ‘taking him unawares’, asserts his superiority over those who actually took part in the rescue, and, by this means, recovers his heroic self-image. But his regained sense of certitude coincides with that pitiful (and also proleptic) image of him ‘apart’ from the others. The recovery of his self-image by this process of rationalisation and self-deception dooms him to the apartness and isolation from which he subsequently suffers in the first half of the novel.  It is also important that this insight into Jim’s fears and rationalisation of his fears is denied to Marlow. The reader is placed in a privileged position. Marlow’s extended inquiry into Jim’s case, which occupies most of the novel, is denied this insight into Jim’s psychological processes which is granted to the reader. 

This time, however, I want instead to contextualise that response by reference also to the incident of the falling spar and the mysterious injury that hospitalises Jim at the start of Chapter 2. This psychosomatic response, taken with Jim’s paralysis through fear, points to a particular character formation which is a long way from his image of himself as being ‘as unflinching as a hero in a book’, but it also explains why that ideal should be so attractive to Jim. Andrea White and Linda Dryden have usefully discussed Jim in relation to a model of masculinity derived from boy’s adventure fiction.​[11]​ While agreeing with this notion of Jim’s adoption of a model of masculinity derived from adventure fiction, what I want to focus on here, for an understanding of Jim’s account of the Patna, is the pattern of previous threats of death or serious injury and his response of intense fear or helplessness. These are the key diagnostic criteria for post-traumatic stress disorder.​[12]​ Jim had experienced the gale on board the training ship as threatening death or serious injury, and his response had been one of intense fear and helplessness, as we have seen. Freud defined trauma as an excess of stimuli breaking through a psychic barrier, and, for Freud, Jim’s ‘freezing’ would have been an instance of hysterical paralysis in response to trauma. Jim has a similar response to his one experience of serious bad weather at sea. Again, as in the incident on board the training ship, he personalises the threat. The narrator observes at the start of Chapter 2:

Only once in all that time he had again a glimpse of the earnestness in the anger of the sea. … it is only now and then that there appears on the face of facts a sinister violence of intention – that indefinable something which forces it upon the mind and the heart of a man, that this complication of accidents or these elemental furies are coming at him with a purpose of malice, with a strength beyond control, with an unbridled cruelty that means to tear out of him his hope and his fear, the pain of his fatigue and his longing for rest: which means to smash, to destroy, to annihilate all he has seen known, loved, enjoyed or hated … which means to sweep the whole precious world utterly from his sight by the simple and appalling act of taking his life.   (LJ, 10-11)

This conveys very clearly once more both the threat of death and Jim’s response of intense fear and helplessness. After being ‘disabled by a falling spar’ at the start of this week of foul weather, Jim takes to his cabin and lies there ‘dazed, battered, hopeless, and tormented’ (LJ, 11).​[13]​ On board the Patna, Jim for the third time experiences the threat of imminent death or injury and again responds with a sense of fear and helplessness. (As it happens, the responses of ‘freezing’ and fleeing are both controlled by the same area of the brain: the amygdala.) From this one can surmise that Jim’s qualification (‘I had jumped … It seemed’) might be read, not as evasion, but rather as registering trauma – it suggests an immediate dissociative response and the operation of traumatic memory. Traumatic events leave ‘exceptionally strong memory traces’ (Brewin 11), and Jim, in the courtroom, ‘remembered swiftly and with extreme vividness’ (LJ, 65). But, at the same time, another apparently contradictory feature of trauma is memory loss. Brewin explains this apparent contradiction by reference to the dual representation model: in effect, there are two different forms and modes of memory, narrative memory and traumatic memory. Brewin then posits that traumatic events are events that can’t be readily assimilated by narrative memory and that they are ‘stored in a different form, “dissociated” from conscious awareness and voluntary control’ (108).​[14]​ Where narrative memory responds to conscious attempts at recollection, traumatic memory is triggered by reminders of the traumatic situation but is unavailable to voluntary control (108). As a result, where narrative memory is subject to degrading and reconstruction, traumatic memory seems to be fixed and inflexible.​[15]​ At the same time, according to Janoff-Bulman, trauma results from a breach of mental structures: it is an event that shatters deeply held beliefs about the world being safe and meaningful, and about the self being worthy.​[16]​ I want to explore this further by considering in more detail Jim’s experience on board the Patna.

Jim and the Patna

I have discussed elsewhere how Jim is a parson’s son who turned to the sea ‘after a course of light holiday literature’ (LJ, 5).​[17]​ In Chapter 11 Marlow observes of the ‘craft’ of the sea: ‘In no other kind of life is the illusion more wide of reality – in no other is the beginning all illusion …’ (LJ, 129).The narrator too emphasises the difference between the sea-life of ‘light literature’ and the reality.  In Jim’s case, after two years’ training, he goes to sea and, ‘entering the regions, so well known to his imagination, found them strangely barren of adventure’ (LJ, 10). We have already had access to Jim’s fantasy version of sea-life:

He saw himself saving people from sinking ships, cutting away masts in a hurricane, swimming through surf with a line … He confronted savages on tropical shores, quelled mutinies on the high seas, and in a small boat upon the ocean kept up the hearts of despairing men – always an example of devotion to duty, and as unflinching as a hero in a book.  (LJ, 6)

Like Emma Bovary, Jim is full of romantic illusions deriving from his reading. At the same time, as Allan Simmons has pointed out, although Jim’s ‘adventure-story dreams’ seem unreal, they are actually realized by other characters in the novel: Bob Stanton attempts to save people from sinking ships (149-51); Brown’s Solomon Islander swims through the surf with a line (355); Gentleman Brown himself keeps up the hearts of despairing men (356) (Simmons, 43).​[18]​ In each case, however, the events are realized outside of any narrative frame of romantic heroism, outside of any reference to ‘the impossible world of romantic achievements’ (LJ, 104), but purely with reference to the code of the sea. As if in response to Jim’s investment in ‘the impossible world of romantic achievement’, Jim’s own sea-life is a counter-version of the sea-life of his imagination: he does not save people from sinking ships – he jumps; he does not keep up ‘the hearts of despairing men’ in a small boat upon the ocean – he spends the night awake, ready to defend himself from an attack by his companions.


This time I want to approach Jim and the Patna through two maps. The first is Captain Brierly’s map, the sea-chart for the Ossa. His mate tells Marlow of his last meeting with Brierly:

‘We’ll lay down her position ‘says he, stooping over the chart, a pair of dividers in hand. By the standing orders, the officer going off duty would have done that at the end of his watch. However, I said nothing, and looked on while he marked off the ship’s position with a tiny cross and wrote the date and the time. I can see him this moment writing his neat figures: seventeen, eight, four A.M.’    (LJ, 87)

This is the prelude to his last sight of Brierly, and the details are loaded with that weight of retrospective significance. The meticulous Brierly is concerned with the safety of his ship after his planned suicide, and this explains his breach of standing orders in marking the ship’s position himself and his uncharacteristic talkativeness (as he gives instructions for the future navigation of the ship). At the same time, this breach of standing orders can also be read as a mark of self-regard, the sign of his egotism. Brierly carefully marks on the chart the time and place of his own death. There is a similar concern with the self (and its limits) that we will see in Marlow.


The second map I want to consider is the sea-chart of the Patna. In Chapter 3, shortly before the accident, we are given a description of Jim as the officer on duty on the bridge:

From time to time he glanced idly at a chart pegged out with four drawing pins on a low three-legged table abaft the steering-gear case. The sheet of paper portraying the depths of the sea presented a shiny surface under the light of a bull’s-eye lamp lashed to a stanchion, a surface as level and smooth as the glimmering surface of the waters. Parallel rulers with a pair of dividers reposed on it; the ship’s position at last noon was marked with a small black cross, and the straight pencil-line drawn firmly as far as Perim figured the course of the ship – the path of souls towards the holy place, the promise of salvation, the reward of eternal life – while the pencil with its sharp end touching the Somali coast lay round and still like a naked ship’s spar floating in the pool of a sheltered dock.       (LJ, 57)

The passage draws attention to the map as a representation: it does this, in part, through its emphasis on ‘the depths of the sea’ and the ‘shiny surface’ of the two-dimensional map.  More precisely, there is an obvious continuity between the ‘shiny surface’ of the map and the ‘glimmering surface of the waters’. This is, as it were, underlined by the repetition of the ‘straight pencil-line’ drawn on the map to figure the course of the ship and the ‘white streak of the wake drawn as straight by the ship’s keel upon the sea as the black line drawn by the pencil upon the chart’ (LJ, 58) which Jim sees when he happens to glance back. In this context, there is an obvious temptation to read the reality through its representation, and to confuse one with the other, which is what Jim is depicted as doing at the start of the chapter:

Jim on the bridge was penetrated by the great certitude of unbounded safety and peace that could be read on the silent aspect of nature like the certitude of fostering love upon the placid tenderness of a mother’s face.  (LJ, 55-56)

There is an interesting ambiguity about ‘could be read on’: it wavers unstably between an objective description of ‘the silent aspect of nature’ and Jim’s projection onto that ‘silent aspect’. As Razumov discovers in Under Western Eyes, silence invites interpretation.

Con Coroneos discusses the description of the chart in relation to two kinds of space: ‘on the one hand, the unformed space of the phenomenal world and on the other, the formalized space of geometry’.​[19]​ Coroneos suggests that the ‘formalized space of geometry’ is part of a fantasy of a ‘safe world’.  This fantasy of a safe world is supported by the apparent continuity between the surfaces of the map and the surfaces of the sea, and it is evidenced in Jim’s readiness to read the silence of the sea in terms of ‘unbounded safety and peace’. However, as the description of the chart reminds us, the sea has depths, and it is from these depths that the threat to the Patna, Jim, and the fantasy of a safe world emerges. In the same way, the pencil, lying on the map ‘like a naked ship’s spar’, is both a reminder of Jim’s earlier injury from a falling spar and a hint of the world of disaster that is about to enter the narrative. It clearly anticipates the obstacle which the Patna hits, which remains unidentified: the ‘depths of the sea’ thereby come to figure the unknown, the unknown outside and within ourselves.

This passage describing the sea-chart also reminds us that the Patna is a pilgrim ship: ‘the path of souls towards the holy place’ is both a literal description of the ship’s business, ferrying pilgrims from the Malay archipelago towards Mecca, and an evocation of the religious trope of life as a journey. It is part of a system of contrasts between faith and uncertainty that includes, on the one side, the faith of the pilgrims and Jim’s father’s claim to ‘certain knowledge of the Unknowable’ (LJ, 5), and, on the other, the uncertainties of Jim’s world – moral and epistemological. Chapter 3, which began with Jim’s assurance of ‘the great certitude of unbounded safety and peace’, ends with a very different apprehension:  ‘suddenly the calm sea, the sky without a cloud, appeared formidably insecure in their immobility, as if poised on the brow of yawning destruction’ (LJ, 62).


Marlow: ‘a case of the jim-jams’

Marlow’s narration begins at the start of Chapter 5. He describes his first encounter with Jim, when their eyes met across a crowded court room: ‘My eyes met his for the first time at that inquiry’ (LJ, 35). The same moment had been described, in greater detail, at the end of Chapter 4 from Jim’s point of view:

Jim’s eyes, wandering in the intervals of his answers, rested upon a white man who sat apart from the others, with his face worn and clouded, but with quiet eyes that glanced straight, interested and clear. … He met the eyes of the white man. The glance directed at him was not the fascinated stare of the others. It was an act of intelligent volition. Jim between two questions forgot himself so far as to find leisure for a thought. This fellow – ran the thought – looks at me as though he could see somebody or something past my shoulder.   (LJ, 32-3)

Interestingly, Marlow is doubly set apart in this description: he is both sitting apart from the others and also looking at Jim in a different way – with intelligence rather than simply fascination. From Jim’s perspective, Marlow’s face is ‘clouded’ – presumably suggesting an anxious or critical expression. But this is also the first appearance of a metaphor that Marlow will regularly use in his attempts to read Jim’s character. (As, for example: ‘The views he let me have of himself were like those glimpses through the shifting rents in a thick fog – bits of vivid and vanishing detail, giving no connected idea of the general aspect of a country’  [LJ,76].) Perhaps most interesting is that final sentence. We might ask ourselves what is the ‘somebody or something’ that Marlow seems to see past Jim’s shoulder. The idiom is that of Gothic fiction: it suggests, perhaps, a ghost, phantom or spectre, invisible to Jim but seen by Marlow.​[20]​ 


In her novel Democracy  (New York,: Simon and Schuster, 1984), Joan Didion draws attention to this novelistic device of the first glance.​[21]​ She begins Chapter 4:

First looks are widely believed instructive.  The first glimpse of someone across a room, the first view of the big house on the rise, the first meeting between the protagonists: these are considered obligatory scenes, and are meant to be remembered later, recalled to a conclusive point …  (32)

In her own novel, her first view of Jack Lovett, the central male figure, takes place in a Vogue photographer’s studio on West 40th Street, a totally misleading setting for the secret-state figure of Jack Lovett – and a setting and occasion which is not recalled later as part of a meaningful narrative pattern. If anything, it is the regard d’adieu, what Jack calls the ‘last look through the door’ (14), which is most important in this work by Didion: it features in the account of Jack’s rescue of Jessie, Inez’s daughter, from Saigon; and in the narrator’s last sighting of Inez, serving tea on the porch of her bungalow in Kuala Lumpur. Even so, Jack and Inez , the central figures, remain elusive and enigmatic in what Didion refers to as a ‘novel of fitful glimpses’ (252).  And, significantly, there is no obvious ‘last look’ in relation to Jack, but only a succession of different moments: Inez’s discovery of his body in the shallow end of the swimming pool in the Hotel Borobudur in Jakata; the zipping of the body into the body-bag by the doctor; Inez’s opening of the body-bag during the flight to place a wet bandana in Jack’s hands; Jack’s grave in the graveyard of the Schofield Barracks in Honolulu. There is no single, conclusive point to his story, no consummatory regard d’adieu.


Some critics have suggested that, when their eyes first meet across that crowded court-room, Marlow’s interest in Jim is, at some level, erotic. Certainly, Jim is feminised in some of these early descriptions. In the ‘wretched cur’ incident outside the court house, for example, Marlow describes how Jim blushed and ‘His lips pouted a little, trembling as though he had been on the point of bursting into tears’ (LJ, 98). Coroneos describes Jim as Marlow’s ‘Sleeping Beauty - this blushing delicate-cheeked youth’ (142), presumably alluding to Marlow’s comparison of Kurtz to ‘an enchanted princess sleeping in a fabulous castle’.​[22]​Captain O’Brien also refers to Jim’s tendency to ‘blush like a girl’ (LJ, 185). Scott McCracken notes that Jim seems ‘irresistibly attractive to all the employers Marlow finds for him’ (27) and argues that he ‘assumes the position of a woman in relation to a succession of men’ (27).​[23]​ We might consider, in this context, Mr Denver, the ‘middle-aged bachelor, with a reputation for eccentricity’, to whom Marlow introduces Jim as if he were ‘an intimate friend’ (LJ, 177). There is Denver’s first letter to Marlow, in which he enlarges upon ‘Jim’s perfections’:

It seemed to me on reading this letter that my friend had found in his heart more than tolerance for Jim – that there were the beginnings of active liking. Of course he stated his grounds in a characteristic way. For one thing, Jim kept his freshness in the climate. Had he been a girl – my friend wrote – one could have said he was blooming …’    (LJ, 180)

There is also the tone of Denver’s last letter to Marlow:

‘He is gone, leaving on the breakfast-table a formal little note of apology, which is either silly or heartless. Probably both – and it’s all one to me. Allow me to say, lest you should have some more mysterious young men in reserve, that I have shut up shop, definitely and for ever. This is the last eccentricity I shall be guilty of.      (LJ, 181)

The sense of pique in the letter, both manifest and denied, seems more like the feelings of a betrayed lover. Given the homosocial world of the novel, it is tempting to map it onto Eve Kossofsky Sedgwick’s homosocial/homosexual spectrum. However, I want to follow a different route.


McCracken suggests that, in Jim, ‘Marlow finds a man on the cusp of the contradictions which are common to his own position’ (27), and he relates these contradictions to a model of male self-sufficiency. McCracken quotes Marlow’s observation: 

‘It is as if loneliness were a hard and absolute condition of existence; the envelope of flesh and blood on which our eyes are fixed melts before the outstretched hand, and there remains only the capricious, unconsolable, and elusive spirit that no eye can follow, no hand can grasp.’     (LJ 179-80)

This both asserts a model of self-sufficiency and the struggle to overcome it. It asserts the body as a container and barrier, but it is also only through the body (the tenderness of that ‘outstretched hand’) that the barrier might be breached. Through these paradoxes, Marlow affirms ‘how incomprehensible, wavering, and misty are the beings that share with us the sight of the stars and the warmth of the sun’ (LJ 180).


However, what I want to affirm is the professional interest Marlow takes in Jim, and that professional interest introduces different kinds of personal investment.  In Chapter 5, for example, after describing how the Patna affair affected him ‘no more than as a member of an obscure body of men held together by a community of inglorious toil and by fidelity to a certain standard of conduct’, Marlow asks the question: ‘Was it for my own sake that I wished to find some shadow of an excuse for that young fellow whom I had never seen before’ (LJ, 80). Here he presents himself as the representative of a community whose values are put in question by Jim’s conduct. Later, in Chapter 11, Marlow again evokes the ‘solidarity of the craft’, but this time suggests a closer and more personal investment: ‘I was aggrieved against him, as though he had cheated me – me! – of a splendid opportunity to keep up the illusion of my beginnings’ (LJ, 139). For Marlow, as for Jim, the Patna affair represents a lost opportunity, and we see here a sense of identification and mirroring in Marlow’s relation to Jim. At this point, I will suggest, we move from the issue of desire to the issue of trauma.


In the first place, Marlow feels (like Brierly) that Jim’s conduct on board the Patna has damaged the reputation of the merchant marine. As Brierly puts it, ‘we must preserve professional decency or we become no better than so many tinkers going about loose’ (LJ, 93). As far as the facts of the case are concerned, there is no doubt of Jim’s guilt: the judgement of the Inquiry is a foregone conclusion. The crew of the Patna abandoned their passengers, and, as Brierly puts it, ‘a decent man would not have behaved like this to a full cargo of old rags in bales’ (LJ, 93). Furthermore, we know (as Marlow doesn’t) that Jim is additionally culpable: not only was he the officer on duty at the time of the accident, but he was daydreaming (as in the training ship incident) and ‘keeping his eyes ahead’ only ‘perfunctorily’ (LJ, 58). For Brierly, an additional concern is that Jim’s presence at the Inquiry further undermines hierarchies of class and race. The scandal caused by the incident is bad enough. Marlow records how ‘you heard of it in the harbour office, at every ship-broker’s, at your agent’s, from whites, from natives, from half-castes, from the very boatmen squatting half-naked on the stone steps as you went up’ (LJ, 69). The scandal has gone beyond the European maritime community and damages the status of that community. Brierly is concerned that Jim’s presence at the Inquiry continues this damage:

‘The fellow’s a gentleman if he ain’t fit to be touched … there he sits while all these confounded natives, serangs, lascars, quartermasters are giving evidence that’s enough to burn a man to ashes with shame.     (LJ, 92)

For Brierley, Jim’s presence at the Inquiry foregrounds issues of class and racial hierarchy; as we have seen, the issues raised by Jim are traumatic enough for him to want to commit suicide.


For Marlow, Jim’s presence at the Inquiry also marks him as different from the other crew, and this is part of his interest for him. The second reason for Marlow’s interest, then, is that Jim is, as Marlow says, ‘misleading’ (LJ, 99). In Chapter 5, Marlow records his first view of Jim: ‘an upstanding, broad-shouldered youth … clean-limbed, clean-faced, firm on his feet, as promising a boy as the sun ever shone on’ (LJ, 72). And Marlow angrily concludes: ‘He had no business to look so sound.  I thought to myself – well, if this sort can go wrong ...’ (LJ, 72). Marlow’s anger at Jim springs from Jim’s threat to his own professional competence: ‘I ought to know the right kind of looks. I would have trusted the deck to that youngster on the strength of a single glance, and gone to sleep with both eyes – and, by Jove! it wouldn’t have been safe’ (LJ, 76). Marlow, in short, as a sea-captain, has a very strong professional investment in the enigma that Jim represents: it constitutes a direct challenge to his sense of professional competence.


At their dinner at the Malabar House, Marlow returns again to Jim’s appearance and describes it in some detail:

And all the time I had before me these blue, boyish eyes looking straight into mine, this young face, these capable shoulders, the open bronzed forehead with a white line under the roots of clustering fair hair, this appearance appealing at sight to all my sympathies: this frank aspect, the artless smile, the youthful seriousness. He was of the right sort; he was one of us. He talked soberly, with a sort of composed unreserved, and with a quiet bearing that might have been the outcome of manly self-control, of impudence, of callousness, of a colossal unconsciousness, of a gigantic deception.  (LJ, 100)

Marlow carefully enumerates the various physical signs that mark Jim out as ‘the right sort … one of us’ and then confronts not just the problem of the discrepancy between Jim’s appearance and his history, but the continuing moral problem of the discrepancy between Jim’s self-presentation and his past. Dowell, in Ford’s The Good Soldier faces a similar problem in relation to Edward Ashburnham: 

Edward Ashburnham was the cleanest-looking sort of chap; an excellent magistrate, a first-rate soldier, one of the best landlords … You would have said that he was just exactly the sort of chap that you could have trusted your wife with. And I trusted mine – and it was madness.​[24]​ 

Dowell compares his discovery of the true relations between the two couples, the Dowells and the Ashburnhams, to the sacking of Rome by the Goths and the sacking of Versailles. The enigma of Jim is an ethical, psychological and epistemological problem of a similar magnitude for Marlow .






Patusan has been a critically neglected part of the novel. In part it represents ‘the impossible world of romantic achievements’, the space in which Jim is able to realise his ‘heroic aspirations’ (LJ, 104). As I have argued elsewhere, the move from the Patna to Patusan represents for Jim a move from the light literature of the sea to the world of imperial adventure romance. It represents a move from the (collectivist) code of conduct of the sea to the individual heroism of the imperial romance. At the same time, however, it would be a mistake to see it as ‘less real’ than the world of the Patna and the Inquiry: despite all Jim’s attempts to see it purely in terms of  adventure books, Patusan has obvious though complex roots in South-east Asian history.

Thus Conrad begins by carefully situating his Patusan historically by reference to the European competition to control the lucrative spice trade. More specifically, Patusan is approached through the European explorations of South-east Asia of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and the early European mappings of the Malay archipelago. Geographically, Patusan is much less stable. The name is taken from a west Borneo riverine village that was destroyed by British naval action in the ‘war against the pirates’ of 1843-44. The name, however, is then attached to a settlement whose social formation (with its local Rajah and contesting Arabs and Bugis) is derived from Conrad’s 1887 experience of east Borneo. However, the route through the archipelago followed by Gentleman Brown places this settlement firmly in Sumatra. John Stape has convincingly demonstrated that, as the novel progressed, Conrad changed the location from east Borneo to Sumatra. I want to suggest that, from the reader’s perspective, the composite space of Patusan meaningfully juxtaposes different aspects of the history of the region. Thus, for example, if, as Agnes Yeow suggests, Jim’s career is constructed on nostalgia for the tuan putih, the white rajahs of west Borneo, the name Patusan never allows us to forget the cost of that imperium to the local people.​[25]​ Secondly, by way of comparison, the east Borneo social formation de-emphasises and de-centres European imperialist interests. Although Berau was nominally under Dutch rule, it was historically part of the Sulu Sultanate and was, in Conrad’s time, the contested site of overlapping Taosug and Buginese spheres of influence. Meanwhile, Sumatra was both the first port of call for the first English East India Company expedition in search of pepper and, at the time when Lord Jim was first published, the site of contemporary resistance to Dutch imperialism. These three juxtaposed sites thus imply a history of various forms of European attempts to dominate the region and various forms of local resistance, while also registering a geo-political history of the region which has no reference to European imperialism.


What I want to focus on, however, is the complexity of the decision that Jim has to make in relation to Gentleman Brown, and I want to ask the question of what exactly it is that Jim does wrong. I began a seminar earlier this year by asking my students to put themselves in Jim’s position and asking them what they would have done. As I see it, the options are (1) to let Brown go; (2) to let Brown die from starvation; (3) to kill Brown. I have to say that I was horrified that almost all of my students chose the third option. Whether this is the influence of video-games or another consequence of Bush-Blair imperial adventurism is beyond the brief of this paper. What I want to suggest are four things:.

First: the decision is not straightforward – and Jim goes for the humane option.

Secondly: Jim, nevertheless, takes responsibility for a decision which has had a disastrous outcome – something one might wish were part of contemporary political culture. The decision he makes to let Brown go causes Dain Waris’s death – but the decision was not self-evidently wrong. This is a more complex situation than his jump from the Patna, where he had definite duties and responsibilities according to a professional code of conduct.

Thirdly, I have described him as making the humane choice, but we all know that the process of choice was not on an abstract, ethical level. Jim’s decision is surrounded – and influenced, perhaps – by Brown’s attempts to search for his weak spot, to produce and play on an identification. Jim’s immaculate appearance is relevant again here. Brown hadn’t expected to find someone like Jim in Patusan. He had expected another rogue like himself, with whom he could have done business. Instead, like Marlow, he encounters someone who looks ‘the right sort’. However, given that Jim is in this up-stream settlement, Brown knows there must be something wrong, that Jim must have some secret, and that’s the leverage he seeks for.
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